Things Transformed by Balavitch, Stephanie L.
Lehigh University
Lehigh Preserve
Theses and Dissertations
2013
Things Transformed
Stephanie L. Balavitch
Lehigh University
Follow this and additional works at: http://preserve.lehigh.edu/etd
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Lehigh Preserve. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an
authorized administrator of Lehigh Preserve. For more information, please contact preserve@lehigh.edu.
Recommended Citation
Balavitch, Stephanie L., "Things Transformed" (2013). Theses and Dissertations. Paper 1369.
 
Things Transformed 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
Stephanie L. Balavitch 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Thesis 
 
 
Presented to the Graduate and Research Committee 
 
of Lehigh University 
 
in Candidacy for the Degree of 
 
 
Master of Arts 
 
 
 
 
 
in 
 
American Studies 
 
 
 
 
Lehigh University 
 
January 13, 2013 
 
 
 
 
ii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2012 Copyright 
STEPHANIE L. BALAVITCH 
 
iii 
Thesis is accepted and approved in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 
Master of Arts in American Studies. 
 
 
 
Things Transformed 
 
STEPHANIE L. BALAVITCH 
 
 
 
                                                 
Date Approved 
 
                                                                     
        Professor Michelle LeMaster,  
        Thesis Director 
               
     
                                                                    
         
 
 
                                                                      
        Professor Norman Girardot, 
        Co-advisor 
 
 
 
                                                                      
        Edward Whitley, 
        Program Coordinator 
 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
iv 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Professor Michelle LeMaster for years 
of insight, guidance, and above all patience.  
I am also indebted to Professor Norman Girardot whose undergraduate course on 
shamanism is to thank (or blame?) for piquing my interest in transformation in the first 
place. 
 
  
v 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
Abstract       1 
 
Introduction       2 
 
Part I: Myth       18 
 
Part II: Ritual       36 
 
Conclusion       53 
 
Appendix       57 
 
Bibliography       64 
 
Vita        69 
1 
ABSTRACT 
This thesis examines the topic of transformation in the myths and rituals of the 
historic Cherokees. Transformation, changing from one physical form to another, was a 
method of accessing great spiritual power and other-than-human abilities in their 
religious worldview. I will examine three mythic narratives and establish that 
transformation was accomplished by accumulating advanced levels of spiritual power, 
which was consecrated by a relationship with an other-than-human individual. Then I 
will examine ritual texts and demonstrate that the prototype established in myth is 
reenacted in ritual with the intention of achieving the same transformative results. By 
understanding the way transformation functions in the Cherokee worldview, valuable 
insight is gained not only into a method of gaining spiritual power but also how the 
historic Cherokees related to other-than-human individuals. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
Introduction 
 
Argument  
Things transformed have always preoccupied the human mind. Whether it is the 
steady passing of seasons, the phases of the moon, or the swift movement from infant to 
invalid. Narratives born in the western world, from biblical tradition to Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses to Beauty & the Beast, are teaming with fantastical examples of beings, 
human and otherwise, changing their shape. Purveyors of the intellectual thought that 
descends from these western traditions call up stories of girls turning into trees and 
spiders to entertain children by the fireside. But for many belief systems outside of 
western tradition, stories of transformation are perceived very differently. For many 
people, the notion that the old woman who lives down the road might attempt to 
impersonate a member of your family is a very real fear, a fear that Professor Raymond 
D. Fogelson encountered during fieldwork on the Cherokee Qualla Reservation in 1957. 
Fogelson reported a rumor in circulation that “a man was shot to death, because the 
murderer perceived the victim as a bear. It was obvious to everyone that the victim was a 
witch who had temporarily assumed the form of a bear.” 1  
The Cherokee sources are littered with examples of people changing from their 
original shape into that of another. There are terrifying accounts of witches impersonating 
family members and pets or ritual specialists heroically transforming into bats, birds, and 
snakes to defeat an enemy or competitor. In another account, told to anthropologist Frans 
                                                            
1 Raymond D. Fogelson, “The Conjuror in Eastern Cherokee Society,” Journal of 
3 
M. Olbrechts in 1927, a curer leaves the Cherokee camp during the night to discover the 
whereabouts of an enemy party:  
He (the curer) went around the tree and disappeared. They heard a rat crawling up 
into the tree: “Tsi:! Tsi:! Tsi:!,” and soon afterward they saw a crow fly off, 
calling: “Gho:! Gho:! Gho:!” The Cherokee said to each other, “He is off!” Just a 
little while after that they heard the crow come back, and then they heard the rat 
once more. Soon the man appeared from behind the tree.2 
 
Transformation, changing from one physical form to another, was a method of 
accessing great spiritual power and other-than-human abilities in the Cherokee religious 
worldview. Transformation was accomplished by accumulating advanced levels of 
spiritual power, which was consecrated by a relationship with an other-than-human 
individual. This prototype for transformation is established in mythic narratives that 
exhibit humans transforming into other-than-human beings. The mythic prototype is then 
reenacted in ritual, using actions and language bracketed off by ritually focused time, to 
achieve the same transformative results as in myth. Transformation and the resulting 
power and abilities are important because the transformed individual is allowed control 
over forces that are usually uncontrollable.    
 
  
                                                            
2 U.S. Bureau of American Ethnology, Eastern Cherokee Folktales: 
Reconstructed from the Field Notes of Frans M. Olbrechts, by Jack Frederick Kilpatrick 
and Anna Gritts Kilpatrick, Anthropological Papers, numbers 75-80 (Washington, D.C.: 
Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology, 1966), 430. 
4 
Sources 
The primary sources used in this study consist of three transcribed oral mythic 
narratives-- “The Bear Man,” “The Underground Panthers,” and “Deer Love” --and two 
incantation texts used by the Cherokee ritual specialist--one to protect himself from his 
competitors and one to provide protection from malicious thinking. These sources were 
selected for shared imagery, symbolism, and plotlines, and will be complemented by 
first-hand reports of major Cherokee rites. Two of the narratives as well as a significant 
amount of ethnographic material used in this essay come from James Mooney. James 
Mooney’s History and Myths of the Cherokees, compiled in the late nineteenth century, is 
the oldest set of narrative material.3 It includes historical sketches that were “collated 
chiefly from printed sources” and mythic narratives “from original investigation.”4 It is 
believed that the latter material “show(s) very little white influence.”5 Mooney used a 
Cherokee translator and transcribed the narratives by hand as the informant spoke. He 
used six primary informants and included biographies of each.6 
A self-educated scholar of Irish descent, Mooney interviewed a wide variety of 
individuals on “the Qualla Reservation in western North Carolina” in order to collect and 
transcribe Cherokee stories, customs, and religious practices. 7 He eventually “became 
fairly proficient” in the Cherokee language yet he used several translators from within the 
                                                            
 3 James Mooney, James Mooney's History, Myths, and Sacred Formulas of the 
Cherokees (Asheville, NC: Bright Mountain Books, 1992). 
4 Mooney, Myths, 12. 
5 Fogelson, “The Conjuror in Eastern Cherokee Society,” 60. 
6 Mooney, Myths, 236-238. 
7 Mooney, Myths, 12. 
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Cherokee community throughout his work.8 Mooney’s material was acquired during 
“successive field seasons from 1887 to 1890”9 and his informants consisted of Cherokee 
elders who had reputations not only for ritual knowledge and tribal custom but also as 
storytellers.10 These men were paid for their knowledge. Mooney admits to omitting 
anything he determined to be of European influence,11 and his biggest shortcomings were 
attempting to draw parallels between Cherokee and European cultures, and his cultural 
biases (although they were typical of the time period.)12 In the opening pages of his 
volume, Mooney explains: “one of the chief purposes of ethnologic study is to trace the 
development of human thought under varying conditions of race and environment, the 
result showing always that primitive man is essentially the same in every part of the 
world.”13 
One mythic narrative, the two ritual texts, and additional ethnographic 
information are from Jack and Anna Kilpatrick’s Friends of Thunder, Run Toward the 
Nightland, and Walk in Your Soul. Friends of Thunder is a collection of translated mythic 
narratives, interviews, songs, and historical sketches collected from elder Cherokees on 
the Oklahoma reservation. These informants communicated their stories in Cherokee, and 
were recorded by tape recorder in their own homes.14 Short biographies of each informant 
                                                            
8 George Ellison, introduction to Mooney, Myths 13. 
9 Ellison, “Introduction,” 11.  
10 Mooney, Myths, 236-237. 
11 Mooney, Myths, 235. 
12 Mooney dedicates extensive notations at the end of “Myths” to drawing specific 
parallels between elements of traditional European fairytales and the narratives of the 
Cherokee. Mooney, Myths, 428-505. 
13 Mooney, Myths, 12. 
 14 Jack Frederick Kilpatrick and Anna Gritts Kilpatrick, Friends of Thunder: 
Folktales of the Oklahoma Cherokees (Norman: University of Oklahoma, 1994), 6. 
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are included. Run Toward the Nightland and Walk in Your Soul are two collections of 
incantation texts that are estimated “to be at least a generation old.”15 The incantations in 
each are separated into chapters based on their purpose and each constitutes a separate 
rite in and of itself. Commentary consisting of the incantation’s specific purpose, actions 
that accompanied the original text, and other relevant details such as how, where, and 
when the words are to be been spoken, are included with each text. The incantations in 
Run Toward the Nightland address a variety of topics from hunting and farming to 
locating lost objects and freeing prisoners. Walk in Your Soul includes incantations for 
making one attractive to the opposite sex, revenge upon a spouse, and separating couples.  
The husband and wife team of Jack and Anna Kilpatrick compiled stories, ritual 
texts, and interviews in the 1960s and 1970s in Western Oklahoma. Jack was a mixed-
blood professor at Southern Methodist University16 and Anna, a full-blooded Cherokee, 
was a university-educated schoolteacher.17 Both were raised on the Cherokee reservation 
in western Oklahoma and were fluent in Cherokee and English, as well as the use of the 
Sequoyah syllabary.18 Jack and Anna Kilpatrick’s informants were friends and family 
                                                            
 15 Jack Frederick Kilpatrick and Anna Gritts Kilpatrick, Walk in Your Soul: Love 
Incantations of the Oklahoma Cherokees (Dallas, TX: Southern Methodist University 
Press, 1965), 4. It should be noted that if these texts were “at least a generation old” in 
the 1960s, they could date back to the 1940s or earlier. 
 16 John Witthoft, “Review of Run Toward the Nightland: Magic of the Oklahoma 
Cherokees,” American Anthropologist 70, no. 6 (Dec. 1968): 1219, http://www.jstor. 
org/stable/669564 (accessed January 12, 2011). 
 17 Jack Frederick Kilpatrick and Anna Grits Kilpatrick, Run toward the Nightland, 
Magic of the Oklahoma Cherokees (Dallas, TX: Southern Methodist University Press, 
1967), back cover. 
 18 Kilpatrick and Kilpatrick, Friends of Thunder, 4. 
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members who unguardedly shared what they knew.19 The driving purpose for the 
Kilpatricks was a love of their culture and a fear of losing such a vital part of it upon the 
deaths of its elder members. Both Mooney and the Kilpatricks gathered their materials 
with the acute awareness that the traditional knowledge that they sought was slipping 
away with each passing generation. 
 
Time Period 
Separated by over one hundred years and several states this source material is far 
from ideal. The sources most likely reflect Cherokee culture (east and west) spanning 
from the 1850s (Mooney) up to the 1960s (Kilpatricks). It is impossible to know the 
origins or age of the myths and incantations analyzed in this thesis. The Kilpatrick 
incantations are estimated to date back at least a generation, while Mooney’s myths are 
likely much older. It is also impossible to know how much these stories and rituals have 
changed over time, particularly as a result of the traumas of colonization and removal. 
Once they were recorded, however, they assumed a more static nature. To Fogelson “the 
writing down of this material imbued it with tangibility and an aura of sanctity that 
insured a fairly literal transmission of the knowledge contained within these texts.”20 
Despite such issues, the narratives reflect important aspects of the Cherokee belief 
system. Apart from the ritual sources, they are all we have for gaining insight into 
cultural values, beliefs, and concepts. In an era when all Native American cultures were 
                                                            
19 Due to the Kilpatricks’ proximity to Cherokee culture, their opinions and 
information will be given deference over all others. 
20 Raymond D. Fogelson, “An Analysis of Cherokee Sorcery and Witchcraft,” in 
Four Centuries of Southern Indians, ed. Charles M. Hudson (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1975), 114. 
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under attack from European-Americans, these narratives were cherished not only because 
they were vital sources of identity but because they were always “one generation from 
extinction.”21 
 
Prior Research & Literary Review 
Before moving forward it is prudent to give the reader some background into 
Cherokee notions of spiritual power and related concepts. Two scholars contribute to this 
view of Cherokee spiritual power, or “personal or impersonal mystical energy.”22 Theda 
Perdue’s book Cherokee Women illuminates the Cherokee power concept in terms of 
purity and pollution. Perdue attests that the Cherokee “conceived of their world as a 
system of categories that opposed and balanced one another.”23 The upper world was 
separate from the underworld and people were separate from plants and animals. Further 
divisions existed within these categories, such that humans were divided by gender and 
animals by whether they were four-footed, possessed wings, could swim, or the ability to 
see in the dark.24 Purity was a result of maintaining these categorical boundaries; 
pollution constituted the upset and violation of them.25 Spiritual power came “from the 
edges of categories” and beings and things that defied definition; therefore the crossing of 
                                                            
21 Kenneth Lincoln, “Native American Literatures,” in Smoothing the Ground 
Essays on Native American Oral Literature, ed. Brian Swann (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1983), 30. 
22 Raymond D. Fogelson, “Cherokee Notions of Power,” in The Anthropology of 
Power, ed. Raymond D. Fogelson and Richard N. Adams (New York: Academic Press, 
1977), 185. 
23 Theda Perdue, Cherokee Women: Gender and Culture Change, 1700-1835, 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998), 13. 
24 Ibid., 13. 
25 Ibid., 28. 
9 
categorical boundaries not only resulted in pollution, but also power. Raymond D. 
Fogelson’s article, “Cherokee Notions of Power,” adds to Perdue’s material by giving a 
broad view of the Cherokee power concept and putting it into perspective with other 
Native North American systems of belief.26 Power in the Cherokee worldview derived 
“from such phenomena as lightning and running water (both of which are personified in 
the Cherokee world view), and from spiritual beings, including animals, ghosts, 
personified deities, other human beings, and from certain plants and material objects.”27 
Power levels were determined by where someone or something fit into the Cherokee 
categories. Things or people who crossed such boundaries had special access to power. 
For example, the bat was considered particularly powerful because he was both four-
footed like a deer or possum, yet could fly like a bird.28 The Cherokee did not consider 
power in humans to be genetically inherited; rather, it could be increased, decreased, or 
lost altogether.29 Power could also be acquired by simply associating with or being in 
close contact with individuals in possession of power.30 Power was not considered a 
positive attribute, although it allowed those who obtained it to transform, heal, fight 
battles, to hunt successfully, and influence things that are not generally within one 
individual’s ability to control. Therefore, power was acknowledged as a necessity in 
some situations, but it was always treated with caution and only in rare cases 
                                                            
26 Fogelson, “Cherokee Notions of Power,” 185. 
27 Fogelson, “Cherokee Notions of Power,” 186. 
28 Charles Hudson, The Southeastern Indians (1976,; Second Printing, Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 1978), 139. 
29 Fogelson, “Cherokee Notions of Power,” 185-186. 
30 Perdue, Cherokee Women, 29-30. The most prominent example of this is the 
way menstruating women were isolated from the community due to the threat of 
pollution/power imbalance that they posed. This example will be explored further in Part 
I. 
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intentionally sought. This is because power equals pollution, and although it may have 
the benefits mentioned above, it always results in imbalance. 
In many other Native North American cultures, there are elaborate guardian-spirit 
complexes that are central to these systems of belief in that most tribal members seek a 
relationship with an other-than-human individual as a source of spiritual power.31 In 
many instances, this relationship was maintained over a lifetime and each person drew 
upon his or her spirit-guardian for power.32 In the Cherokee belief system this is not the 
case. Fogelson points out that the guardian-spirit complex is weakly developed in the 
Cherokee belief system and this essay will demonstrate that a very subtle form of the 
guardian-spirit complex is present.33 The guardian-spirit complex in the Cherokee 
worldview has some parallels with the guardian-spirit complex in other cultures, and 
certain members of Cherokee society did seek out a relationship with a being of power. 
Ritual characteristics such as how other-than-human individuals were approached and 
techniques used are similar. However, unlike other Native North American cultures, the 
Cherokee do not seem to depend upon just one other-than-human individual as a source 
of that power. Also unlike other cultures where this complex is prevalent, the relationship 
did not last a lifetime. In fact, as the ritual texts indicate, the other-than-human being 
called upon was dictated by the needs of the ritual objective. 
In many other native cultures, spiritual power existed in differing quantities in 
differing individuals, human and non-human alike. A. Irving Hollowell’s classic treatise 
                                                            
31 Kathleen Margaret Dugan, The Vision Quest of the Plains Indians: Its Spiritual 
Significance (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellon Press, 1985), 18. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Fogelson, “Cherokee Notions of Power,” 187. 
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“Ojibwa Ontology, Behavior, and World View” introduces the notion that what 
constitutes a “person” in Ojibwa culture is not dictated by an anthropomorphic shape.34 
Hollowell elaborates on how Ojibwa “supernatural” beings such as the Thunder Bird are 
referred to using the same terminology as human relatives, indicating that they are just as 
much a part of the Ojibwa social structure as what modern society would consider 
“human.” Hollowell asserts that: “while in all cultures ‘persons’ comprise one of the 
major classes of objects to which the self must become oriented, this category of being is 
by no means limited to human beings.”35 He introduces the term “other-than-humans” to 
signify these individuals. This term will be applied to the Cherokee worldview because 
differences between humans, animals, the Little People, or even Thunder himself appears 
to be only differing levels of power. The use of this term also removes other-than-human 
persons from any category that may qualify them as “unreal” or “supernatural” and, if 
nothing is “unreal” or “supernatural,” then everything is “real” and “natural” and all 
notions of traditional dichotomies in western scholarship are obliterated. 
One cannot embark on a study of the Cherokee belief system without addressing 
the two major manipulators of spiritual power: the curer and the witch. In “An Analysis 
of Cherokee Sorcery and Witchcraft,” Fogelson explains the major similarities and subtle 
differences between these two individuals. Both could acquire vast quantities of power 
and the ability to transform, with the only differences being the motivation behind the use 
                                                            
34 A. Irving Hallowell, “Ojibwa Ontology, Behavior, and World View,”in Culture 
in History: Essays in Honor of Paul Radin, ed. Stanley Diamond, (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1960), 31. 
35 Ibid, 21. 
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of their abilities and the way in which they were obtained.36 It is the latter difference that 
pertains to this study. Ritual specialists achieved their results through knowledge and 
techniques acquired through an apprenticeship with an established specialist, whereas a 
witch did not.37 “It is generally held that one can study witchcraft beliefs, but not 
witchcraft procedures.”38 The Cherokee term for their ritual specialist was 
dida:hnvwi:sg(i). The exact translation of this term has been the subject of some debate, 
but “curer of them” or “he cures them” is the most appropriate for the antithesis of the 
Cherokee witch.39 The two most common terms “that correspond roughly to the general 
conception of a witch” are: tsi:kilí or suna:yi aneda’i.40 The first term equates to “hoot 
owl,” and is a reference to an animal that is a favored shape for transformed witches.41 
The second term translates as “they walk about during the night” or “night walkers.”42 
Although the Cherokee believed that witches were made, not born, eventually because of 
their “inherently evil disposition” they were no longer considered human.43 
                                                            
36 Fogelson, “An Analysis of Cherokee Sorcery and Witchcraft,” 126. Alan 
Kilpatrick, in his book The Night Has a Naked Soul, corroborates everything that 
Fogelson says in “An Analysis of Cherokee Sorcery and Witchcraft” with the addition of 
examples from his childhood and other informants among the Oklahoma Cherokee. 
37 Ibid.,118, 124. 
38 Ibid., 118. 
39 Fogelson claims that the Cherokees themselves prefer the term “conjurer” when 
referring to this category in English, yet the Kilpatricks insist that “curer” is the better 
translation. As stated the opinions of the Kilpatricks will take precedent in this essay, yet 
the author would like to point out that this difference of opinion may have more to do 
with the difference between Eastern and Western Cherokees than anything else. 
40 Fogelson, “An Analysis of Cherokee Sorcery and Witchcraft,” 120. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 119. The writer would like to point out that it is the “evil disposition” 
which absolves one of humanity, not the ability to transform. 
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The Cherokee curers’ unique relationship with power and other-than-human 
individuals is very similar to traits exhibited by archetypal shamanic figures. Mircea 
Eliade’s classic work, Shamanism, provides detailed accounts and a sweeping analysis of 
patterns and similarities among various systems of belief that feature a shamanic figure. 
Although criticized for his attempt at a universal theory of shamanism and for taking his 
evidence out of its respective cultural context,44 some of Eliade’s interpretations are 
helpful and valid when examining the present system of belief. In the Cherokee sources 
shamanistic themes such as journeys to the underworld, relationships with other-than-
human beings, and initiation ordeals are identifiable, not to mention the notion of 
physical transformation itself. Although, there is not enough evidence to suggest whether 
the Cherokee dida:hnvwi:sg(i) could fall under Eliade’s definition of the controversial 
term “shaman.” 
 
Method 
The study of religion is the study of different cultural ways of viewing the world 
and the secondary source most influential to the systematic analysis of religious 
worldviews is William E. Paden’s Religious Worlds: The Comparative Study of Religion. 
Paden explains, “A world is one’s environment – the unity of existence and place – and 
the reality that appears” to an individual and “is relative to what [that individual] is and 
does.”45 Due to cultural, historical, and religious biases, it is almost impossible to truly 
grasp the historic Cherokee worldview itself. Modern Cherokees may come close in some 
                                                            
44 William E. Paden, Religious Worlds: The Comparative Study of Religion 
(Boston:, Mass. Beacon Press, 1988), 46. 
45 Paden, Religious Worlds, 52. 
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respects, but for scholars the best one can do is attempt to make sense of two different 
expressions of that worldview: myth and ritual. They both communicate world 
experience through different media and constantly refer to one another by using the same 
images, plotlines, and symbols. “Myth expresses (worldview) foundations in terms of 
word and image, [while] ritual dramatizes (worldview) foundations in terms of 
performance.”46 
The value of studying mythic narrative, especially in the context of belief systems 
in an oral culture, is that oral narrative was the main format of conveying cultural values, 
ethics, and beliefs. The term “myth” does not refer to something that is false and should 
not be equated to western fairytales. These stories must be approached as symbolic 
expressions of reality that were enacted through ritual observance. Concerning mythic 
narrative Paden explains:  
To the participant, these are not just poetic or rationalistic speculations about the 
universe, but sacred words and models by which one lives. Religious life 
constantly refers itself to the truth of these models and to the beings and objects 
that embody them. The generic term for such grounding prototypes, whether 
embodied in the sacred stories of oral cultures or in the scriptures of historical 
religions, is myth.47 
 
Ritual is a specialized form of performative behavior devoted to actualizing a 
specific purpose and characterized by “intensified concentration.”48 In ritually focused 
time “ordinary action” is made effective and meaningful by being bracketed off from 
unfocused, non-ritual time. “Ritual time often relives myth.”49 Recreating “prototypical” 
myths within the parameters of concentrated ritual time can bring people closer to 
                                                            
46 Ibid., 93. 
47 Ibid., 69. 
48 Ibid., 95. 
49 Ibid., 101. 
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grounding mythic forces, principles, and beliefs. This notion can be applied to Cherokee 
ritual sources by approaching them as expressions of the same religious worldview 
established in prototypical myth.  
The extent to which myth and ritual are connected has been a long-standing 
debate spanning multiple scholarly disciplines.50 In this cultural context it is probably 
impossible to distinguish what came first: narrative or ritual? Clyde Kluckhohn explains: 
“in sum, the facts do not permit any universal generalizations as to ritual being the 
‘cause’ of myth or vice versa. Their relationship is rather that of intricate mutual 
interdependence, differently structured in different cultures and probably at different 
times in the same culture.”51 In the instance of Cherokee oral literature and sacred texts, 
the two are clearly interrelated in terms of symbolism, other-than-human individuals 
addressed, and plotlines. They feed into one another and if studied as complementary 
they reveal not only that the Cherokee believed a person could change his or her shape 
but they also reveal how this was done. 
In Part I of this essay, the initial task will be to examine three mythic narratives 
and gain an understanding of transformation’s relationship to spiritual power. Materials 
and interpretations from historians (Perdue) and ethnologists (Fogelson) are put toward 
understanding themes, plot points, imagery, and characterization in each mythic 
narrative. The next task in Part II will be to examine ritual texts and ethnological 
descriptions of ritual as a way of expressively interacting with mythic reality. By 
                                                            
50 Clyde Kluckhohn, “Myths and Rituals: A General Theory,” Harvard 
Theological Review 35, no. 1 (January 1942): 46, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1508351 
(accessed January 2012). 
51 Ibid., 54. 
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analyzing myth, we can identify the model or prototype to bring about transformation. 
Through the examination of ritual we can assess the way individuals recreated the mythic 
prototype in day-to-day life. 
 
“The Power to Transform”52 
The biggest hurdle in understanding these sources was determining how to 
approach the phenomena of transformation itself. It is oftentimes the way of modern 
scholars to minimize and cheapen the spiritual impact of what western society considers 
“magic.” The idea of someone actually changing one’s shape has been relegated to the 
realm of fairytale. Thus when we encounter “magical” elements in other systems of 
belief, we tend to trivialize and explain it away as metaphor or psychology.53 To assert 
the impossibility of concepts outside of one’s own worldview, such as transformative 
abilities, is to deny the validity of other belief systems to one’s own.54 In an essay by 
Edith Turner entitled “The Reality of Spirits” she accuses scholars of “intellectual 
imperialism” when they disqualify the reality of the beliefs they study.55 She also 
criticizes scholars who do “go native” and give credence to the beliefs of the people they 
study, yet due to criticism from colleagues retreat from conclusions (about the implied 
reality of certain phenomena) by labeling their findings as metaphoric.56  
                                                            
52 Joan Halifax, Shamanic Voices: A Survey of Visionary Narratives (New York: 
Arkana, 1979), 157. 
53 Edith Turner, “The Reality of Spirits,” in Shamanism: A Reader, (New York: 
Routledge, 2003), 146. 
54 Turner, “The Reality of Spirits,” 145. 
55 Ibid., 148. 
56 Ibid., 149. 
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This essay will take Turner’s suggestion and “go native,” and it constitutes the 
first time a modern scholar has attempted to view native sources as expressions of reality. 
If we begin our analysis by assuming that literal transformation is possible, what can the 
sources tell us then? Not only is Part II of this work the first attempt at internal analysis 
of the ritual texts in terms of overall themes, motifs, and imagery and placing them within 
their mythic and cultural context, but it will also attempt to view the numerous instances 
of transformation in the Cherokee sources for what they actually indicate about the 
Cherokee view of reality: under the right conditions people could change their shape. 
  
18 
Part I: Myth 
“The things they told long ago are very interesting to hear.”57 
 
Transformation is a result of increased spiritual power and a relationship with an 
other-than-human individual.58 The model or prototype for this procedure, which will be 
reenacted in ritual, is demonstrated in three mythic narratives: “The Bear Man,” “The 
Underground Panthers,” and “Deer Love.” These narratives feature parallel plotlines: a 
man comes into contact with an other-than-human individual, follows it home, and 
spends a significant amount of time among that individual’s community. During this time 
a relationship develops, which is signified by a number of culturally recognized details 
resulting in the protagonist’s acquisition of an other-than-human “nature,” power levels, 
and abilities. Finally, the protagonists return to their former Cherokee communities and 
either become ill or die altogether. Through narrative action, characterization, plot detail, 
and symbolism the protagonists gain power and have a relationship with an other-than-
human individual, which results in their becoming that individual. 
 
The Nature of Oral Literature 
There are many complications involved in the study of the “remembered bodies of 
myth and ritual, song-poetry and narrative tales, legends and parables” that make up 
Native American oral literature.59 Going from oral form to written text distorts elements 
that were considered essential to the art of storytelling: vocal inflections, physical 
                                                            
57 Kilpatrick and Kilpatrick, Friends of Thunder, 4. 
58 See the Appendix for the full text of each narrative. 
59 Lincoln, “Native American Literatures,” 20. 
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gestures, and other performative aspects are lost. Stories may be told again and again but 
never the same way twice and every storyteller must always account for his audience.60 
Storytelling “was an event not an object.”61 It was not the way of Native American 
storytellers to go overboard with details. “The storyteller does not gloss his tales or tell 
too much, so the listener can imagine his place in the story.”62 The things that are said, 
the details included, are done deliberately and with purpose; they are meant to signify to 
the audience aspects crucial to the overall purpose of the narrative. In these myths, the 
protagonists’ identities, the food they eat, the clothes they wear, and their actions are 
made explicit. They would not have been included if they were not significant. 
 
Cherokee Myth as Prototype 
“The Bear Man,” “The Underground Panthers,” and “Deer Love” can be 
considered prototypical myths because they were considered “true” by Cherokee cultural 
standards. Paden asserts that in order for a myth to be “prototypical” in function, it must 
also be considered “true” according to respective cultural standards.63 Myths with a 
prototypical function are “intended by the believers to represent an account of the actual 
world.”64 Unfortunately, Native American oral literature is frequently classified into 
traditional narrative categories such as myth, legend, or folktale. These categories and 
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their corresponding criteria are based on Western literary definitions and placing non-
Western narrative material into them has resulted in their being viewed as false and their 
only value being that of entertainment. A useful solution is to classify Native American 
narratives according to how they are grouped within their own culture. In a study of Wind 
River Shoshoni mythology, Åke Hultkrantz discusses the way narrative material is 
organized according to a level of truth recognized by his informants. His informants 
distinguish between those narratives “believed to be true descriptions of the past” and 
those which are not.65 Applying this method to the classification of Cherokee narrative 
material is helpful in distinguishing which narratives were considered “true” and which 
can also be considered prototypical in function. Unfortunately, neither Mooney nor the 
Kilpatricks gave definitive answers as to what stories were considered “true” or “untrue” 
by their informants. Mooney divides his material into “sacred myths, animal stories, local 
legends, and historical traditions.”66 The Kilpatricks use similar yet slightly more detailed 
categories of “Bird Stories,” “Animal Stories,” “Tales of Monsters,” “Tseg’sgin’ [the 
trickster-hero] Stories,”67 “The Little People,” “Uk’ten’[a giant snake] Stories,”68 “Tales 
of Humor,” “Ethnological Data,” and “Historical Sketches.” However, taking into 
consideration circumstantial evidence such as the individual storytellers and their 
environments indicates that these narratives were considered “true” at one point in time 
and therefore prototypical in function. 
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For the Cherokee, there was a certain class of mythic narratives considered to be 
the source of esoteric information and as such only the ritual specialists knew these 
stories. “The sacred myths were not for everyone, but only those might hear who 
observed the proper form and ceremony.”69 Traditionally, these myths were told at night, 
in the âsi (communal structure) by the ritual specialists.70 One boy was given the 
privilege of tending the fire “and thus had the opportunity to listen to the stories and learn 
something of the secret rites.”71 Both informants come from circumstances that would 
have given them access to mythic material from this special class, and it was in this 
traditional setting that we know for certain “John Ax gained much of his knowledge.”72 
As an elder who spoke only Cherokee, he was one of Mooney’s primary informants and 
was responsible for “The Underground Panthers” and “The Bear Man.”73 As for 
Siquinid’, information is not provided as to how or where he learned his stories, but he 
was the son of a reputed ritual specialist known as “‘Charley Fierce’” in Western 
Oklahoma.74 Siquinid’ is responsible for “Deer Love,” the third and final narrative to be 
examined in the coming pages. He was “a full-blood Indian Baptist minister of mixed 
Cherokee and Creek ancestry,” one of the Kilpatricks’ primary informants, and a good 
friend of Jack Kilpatrick.75 Both John Ax and Siquinid’ were paid for their information.76 
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The Transformation Prototype 
The encounter and development of a relationship with the other-than-human being 
is the pivotal factor in an individual’s accumulation of power and consecration of 
transformative ability. Warriors, ballplayers, and menstruating women frequently 
experienced surges in pollution and power without gaining the ability to transform, 
indicating that an individual cannot attain this ability through the acquisition of power 
alone.77 Theoretically, one could go on gaining exponential levels of power, but without 
the interference of an other-than-human being transformation is impossible. In his book, 
Sacred Language: The Nature of Supernatural Discourse in Lakota, author William 
Powers draws an interesting parallel that is relevant in understanding the pivotal role the 
other-than-human individual plays in the transformation process.78 Powers makes the 
analogy between rendering a stone sacred in the religion of the Dakota people and the 
Roman Catholic concept of Holy Water. Only an ordained priest has the authority to 
create Holy Water. The words, actions, and all other variables might be correct but the 
appropriate individual must be present.79 Similarly, an individual could be in possession 
of enough power to transform, but the presence of an other-than-human individual is the 
crucial factor. The other-than-human individual does two things: it is the authoritative 
source of consecration; it also bestows identity, and even greater power. Relationships 
and status in Cherokee society were dictated by clan affiliation and kinship. Familial ties 
also dictated one’s position in regards to other-than-human individuals. “The kinship 
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system of the Southeastern Indians was more than just a means of ordering social 
relationships among kinsmen. It was a conceptual model which shaped their thinking 
about relationships in other realms.”80 In mythic narratives, animals and various other-
than-human beings are organized into kinship and clan systems that reflect those of 
Cherokee social structure. “They (the animals) had chiefs, councils, and townhouses, 
mingled with human kind upon terms of equality and spoke the same language.”81 
According to Eliade contact with an other-than-human being signifies that the 
human shares what he refers to as the other-than-human being’s “spiritual condition.”82 
Applying this idea to the Cherokee religious worldview, making contact with an other-
than-human signifies that the human in question shares in that other-than-human’s 
“spiritual condition.” In other words, he has amassed a level of spiritual power equal to 
that of the other-than-human being. Associating with an other-than-human not only 
authoritatively consecrates the individual, but it physically transfers power. When one 
accumulates power, conditions become ripe for, or one becomes spiritually vulnerable to, 
an encounter with an other-than-human individual.83 Yet an encounter is not guaranteed, 
as proven by the fact that warriors, ball players, and menstruating women frequently find 
themselves in powerful and polluted states yet never transform.84 In these narratives there 
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are several signs that the protagonists were in a state of power vulnerability both before 
and after their other-than-human encounter. 
 
The Narratives 
In “The Underground Panthers” a hunter is searching for deer when he happens 
upon a panther that talks. They join forces to hunt deer together and after a successful kill 
the hunter is invited back to the panther’s home for a Green-Corn dance. The panther’s 
home is inside a hill, and the hunter joins the panther and his other panther-clan members 
in a dance. After dancing several rounds, the hunter returns to his village only to realize 
that instead of having been gone only a few hours, he had actually been away for several 
days. After seven days he dies due to having “taken on the panther nature” and the 
speaker (John Ax) states that the hunter would have lived had he stayed with the panthers 
and not returned home. 
 In “The Bear Man” a hunter happens upon a bear that not only speaks, but can 
also read the hunter’s thoughts. The bear invites the hunter back to his house and the 
hunter accepts, especially when the bear promises that there will be plenty to eat. The 
bear takes the hunter to his home inside a hill where all the other bears have gathered for 
a dance and a council. After the council the hunter follows his bear friend outside and to 
his home, another hole in the side of the mountain. By this time the hunter is extremely 
hungry and the bear “knew his thoughts.” The bear causes chestnuts, huckleberries, 
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blackberries, and acorns to appear by rubbing his stomach. The hunter remains with the 
bear in his hole all winter “until long hair like that of a bear began to grow all over his 
body and he began to act like a bear.” Eventually, other hunters from the hunter’s village 
come for the bear and kill him, discovering their lost comrade in the process. Upon 
returning home, the lost hunter knows that he has acquired “the bear nature” and insists 
“that he must be shut up where no one could see him, without anything to eat or drink for 
seven days and nights, until the bear nature had left him and he became like a man 
again.” When the hunter’s wife hears of his return, she insists upon seeing him before the 
seven days are over and the hunter dies as a result. 
 In “Deer Love” a young man meets a pair of beautiful women at a stomp-dance 
and follows them to their home, where he meets Thunder in the guise of an old man. 
Thunder promises the young man the two beautiful women if he can win a race. Thunder 
gifts the young man with special running clothes that enable him to transform into a deer.  
In this race, he must run to seven different spots, and fight seven different competitors. 
Each of his competitors is arrayed as he is, in the transformative clothes of a deer, and 
each competitor that the young man faces is bigger and stronger than the last.  The 
seventh competitor that the young man faces off against is the largest, and despite having 
the power of Thunder on his side, the young man loses. Due to this loss, the young man 
must return to his village where he becomes very ill.  
 
Step One: Gain Power & Pollution 
Leaving the village, hunting, and eating foreign foods were all actions that 
exposed an individual to pollution and in these narratives they are indicators that the 
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protagonists were in a state of power vulnerability. Yet the biggest indication that the 
protagonists have ascended to a higher level of power is their illness and death at the 
conclusion of each narrative.  
It is no coincidence that the bulk of all three narratives happen away from the 
village. Leaving the safety of the settled Cherokee community was a risky business. A 
Cherokee audience would have been acutely aware of the protagonists’ physical and 
spiritual vulnerability. Fogelson explains: “pollution, dangerous power, illness, and death 
are regarded as emanating from outside the narrowly circumscribed Cherokee world. The 
non-Cherokee world is the wilderness beyond the Cherokee settlements where dwelt 
unpredictable monsters, wild animals, and feared aliens.”85 The protagonists in 
“Panthers” and “The Bear Man” are hunters and leaving the community is not the only 
factor that could leave them in a state of power and pollution making them vulnerable to 
an encounter with an other-than-human individual. Common hunting practices required 
that the hunter be in possession of power in order to successfully locate game. There are 
rites the hunter performs the night before the hunt, and to ensure his success he goes 
without food and water throughout.86 Coming into contact with blood could also have 
rendered these hunters polluted. Any substance that belonged inside the boundaries of the 
physical body was dangerous when it left its container of origin. 
Additional details that signify the protagonists were gaining in pollution and 
power are the specific references made to food. In “Deer Love” there is a “long table 
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loaded with food” and it was cooked “in a huge pot.”87 Pollution could come from 
sharing utensils or even eating in the presence of powerful individuals. James Adair 
describes an experience in which a group of native traders refused to dine with pork-
eating European-Americans.88 “None of their beloved men, or warriors, would eat or 
drink with us on the most pressing invitation, through fear of polluting themselves, they 
deemed us such impure animals.” It is possible that Adair’s traders were wary of not only 
eating in the presence of, but also sharing eating implements with, individuals of 
questionable power levels. The Cherokee also had anxieties about using the same eating 
utensils as a polluted individual. When someone died the eating implements that had 
belonged to the deceased were disposed of and never used again.89 In “Deer Love,” the 
dead people were cooking in the aforementioned “huge pot,” which absolutely renders 
that object as a source of pollution. 
In the Cherokee worldview food was also believed to empower the consumer in 
very real and transformative ways. Ball Players ate deer to gain that animal’s speed and 
were discouraged from eating rabbit because it would cause them to be “easily 
confused.”90 Several food restrictions were imposed upon pregnant women including one 
taboo against squirrel meat. It was thought that if eaten by a pregnant woman, the child 
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would mimic that animal’s tendency to run up trees, and the baby would “go up instead 
of down during labor.”91 Not only could one gain abilities by eating a certain animal, but 
“a continuous adherence to the diet commonly used by a bear will finally give to the eater 
the bear nature, if not also the bear form and appearance.”92 (In the “Bear Man” the bear 
feeds the hunter an assortment of blackberries, huckleberries, chestnuts, and even acorns; 
these are typical staples of a bear diet. The hunter thereafter grew hair like a bear.) In 
“Yahula,” another narrative from Myths of the Cherokees, a Cherokee man is sheltered by 
the Little People and after eating their food he acquires the “nature” of his other-than-
human hosts.93 The consumption of other-than-human food appears to not only be a 
source of pollution and power, but also plays a role in the shifting of identities. 
The most damning evidence that the protagonists acquire dangerous levels of 
power is that each protagonist returns home only to become ill or die altogether. Illness 
and death in the Cherokee worldview were signs of pollution and power imbalance. In 
“The Bear Man” the hunter insists that he must sequester himself and fast before 
rejoining the community, yet he fails to do so for the full period of time and dies as a 
result. “If they had kept him shut up and fasting until the end of the seven days he would 
have become a man again and would have lived.” Isolation was frequently used in 
Cherokee culture as a mechanism to control power and protect the community from 
pollution. The most prominent example was the seclusion of menstruating women in 
“specially constructed menstrual houses.”94 Isolation “actually signified . . . power” and 
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was “a demonstration of the elevated plane [a person] had achieved.”95 Warriors and 
prisoners of war also isolated themselves as a way to mitigate any pollution they might 
have obtained and tried to bring back into the community.96 The use of isolation signifies 
power gain and an attempt to control it.  
 
Step Two: Relationship  
The identities of the other-than-human individuals are significant in that panthers, 
bears, and the Little People are all considered abnormally powerful in their own right. 
Bears and panthers were powerful because they defied categorization and were viewed as 
anomalies. Bears could walk on four legs like an animal, and two legs like a man.97 
Panthers were considered anomalous because they had the power to see and hunt in the 
dark.98 The Beautiful Women in “Deer Love” were Little People in human form. The 
Little People were beings shaped like humans yet only half as tall. Due to a kinship 
connection with Thunder, they were extremely powerful and could transform themselves 
into any shape.99 Both Mooney and the Kilpatricks attempt to impress upon their readers 
the extent to which their informants believe in these beings. The Kilpatricks reported: 
“[e]ach of these tales [concerning Little People] was related to us without the slightest 
trace of incredulity upon the part of the speaker. To the average Cherokee with some 
degree of traditional upbringing, the existence of the Little People is an indisputable fact, 
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and if he has himself been denied contact with them, he is almost certain to be acquainted 
with someone who has enjoyed the privilege.”100 Even Mooney’s most educated 
informant was a staunch believer.101  
Relations between the protagonists in these narratives and their other-than-human 
hosts reflect relationships between Cherokee clan members. Basic etiquette dictated that 
no matter what village one might travel to, one would be unquestioningly fed, sheltered, 
and treated as immediate family by one’s own clan.102 Not only are basic elements of 
social decorum expressed towards the hunters in “The Underground Panthers” and “The 
Bear Man” but the relationships are also expressed in terms of fraternal bonds. Men and 
women in Cherokee culture were segregated, with men spending the majority of their 
lives outside the home with other men. Masculine identity was defined according to 
relations with other men and developed through activities such as warfare and hunting.103 
In “Panthers” after the initial confrontation the panther proclaims: “we are getting ready 
for a Green-corn dance, and there are seven of us out after a buck, so we may as well 
hunt together.”104 The Green Corn Ceremony was the most important community rite 
during the year and one of its most important functions was the regeneration and 
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maintenance of communal harmony.105 The treatment of the hunters by the panther and 
bear mirror the way older men looked after younger ones in Cherokee culture.106 As the 
hunter and the panther search for game, the panther assumes the role of a mentor advising 
the hunter which deer to shoot. This association consecrates the hunter’s power and the 
result is his “taking on the panther nature.” In “The Bear Man,” the bear invites the 
hunter home: “Come to my house and let us live together…there shall be plenty (to 
eat).”107 The hunter then hibernates with the bear all winter. The effects of this 
relationship manifest themselves in the hunter’s appearance: “long hair like that of a bear 
began to grow all over his body.”108  
In “Deer Love” the relationship between the Young Man and the Beautiful 
Women is expressed in the form of marriage. Since the Cherokee were exogamous and 
matrilineal, the Young Man travels to the women’s place of residence.109 He meets 
Thunder who takes on the role of the nearest male relative in relation to the Beautiful 
Women. 110 Thunder gifts the Young Man with a set of clothes,; “I have beautiful racing 
clothes that I wear when I race. And I will let you wear them.”111 In a traditional 
Cherokee marriage the groom was given new clothes by a male relative of his future 
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wife, symbolizing not only his new relationship to her but to her family.112 The racing 
clothes are also the source of the Young Man’s physical transformation and newly 
acquired abilities: “as he was looking at his hands and feet, he noticed that they had 
become like the feet of a deer.”113 When he first interacts with the Beautiful Women he 
marvels at their aesthetically pleasing attire. “Two of the women wore all-black, shiny 
clothes. They wore matching gloves that were long and beautiful.”114 The emphasis put 
on the beauty of the women is an indicator of their other-than-human status and power 
level.115 The racing clothes are described using the same terminology as the clothes of the 
Beautiful Women. “He was dressed head to toe in beautiful shiny clothes, and his hands 
were covered with beautiful gloves. . . . He was amazed at how beautiful he appeared.”116 
Siquanid’ chooses to use the term ‘beautiful’ to describe both the Beautiful Women and 
the transformed Young Man indicating that by gaining the same appearance he has also 
gained the same power as the Beautiful Women.117 According to Eliade, marriage to an 
other-than-human was further evidence that the individual “shares to some extent in the 
condition of semidivine beings.”118 By having clothing bequeathed to him by Thunder, he 
is being consecrated by one of the most powerful and appropriate individuals in the 
Cherokee world. 
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These relationships with other-than-human beings demonstrate a form of the 
guardian-spirit complex. In most cultures where this complex is prevalent, the 
relationship is actively sought and the individual seeker intentionally takes steps in 
making contact. A crucial difference between Mooney’s “Panthers” and “The Bear Man,” 
and the Kilpatricks’ “Deer Love” is that in the latter, the Young Man approaches the 
other-than-human individuals first and instigates the relationship. This characteristic is 
what makes “Deer Love” about more than just power gain and transformation. For the 
Young Man it is a deliberate quest to take on the risk of death and illness in order to 
purposely pollute himself. Thunder promises the Young Man both women if he is able to 
win a race. Facing a series of ordeals or challenges is a common motif in accounts of 
shamanic initiation. When seeking power, oftentimes an initiate must overcome a series 
of obstacles in order to demonstrate mastery and control over them.119 To succeed in the 
ordeal is to prove that one “has transcended the human condition”120 or has acquired a 
level of spiritual power equal to the other-than-human beings. The Young Man faces 
seven different opponents throughout the ordeal yet fails to defeat his final opponent. In 
this narrative his relationship with the Beautiful Women is not enough for the Young 
Man to maintain his new level of power. He must return home and to his former life. The 
deliberate quest for power and other-than-human abilities will drive men to reenact these 
mythic events within ritual time in hope of bringing about the same effects.  
  
                                                            
119 Ibid. 476. 
120 Ibid. 486. 
34 
Repercussions 
As part of their prototype these myths also display the repercussions of 
transformation and massive power gain. The narratives provide two options for avoiding 
death: the protagonists may remain with the other-than-human communities or return 
home being sure to isolate themselves first. “Panthers” concludes with the hunter’s 
illness, death, and the following statement: “if he would have stayed (with the Panthers) 
he would have lived.” The fact that the hunters could have survived by remaining with 
the other-than-human community indicates that the possession of high quantities of 
power is not the cause of death. The second option, isolation, indicates that the 
protagonist could return, but he must do so without the power and abilities he had 
acquired through transformation. The protagonists’ deaths are the result not of power 
itself, but of bringing it back to the community. A parallel example: in 1738 a smallpox 
epidemic was blamed on Cherokee teenagers having “sex among the beans.”121 Since 
semen was a source of pollution, and it can be assumed that semen was frequently 
spilled, the possession of a powerful and polluting substance was not the cause of the 
epidemic. 122 Yet, bringing that powerful substance into contact with the communal food 
supply caused death through pollution and imbalance. This is the drawback to 
transformation and power acquisition. One cannot be in possession of the levels of power 
required to transform, have access to extraordinary abilities, and still be allowed into the 
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community. 123 Ultimately these narratives are tragedies that caution against the 
mishandling of spiritual power. 
“The Bear Man,” “The Underground Panthers,” and “Deer Love” demonstrate 
that physical transformation is a result of increased spiritual power and a relationship 
with an other-than-human individual. These myths serve as the prototype for ritual in that 
these two traits (or steps, as they will be treated below) are reenacted using ritual 
language and actions to bring about the same result displayed in myth. 
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Part II: Ritual 
“Things Said” 
 
Myth established the prototype for the transformation process as an increase in 
spiritual power consecrated by a relationship with an other-than-human individual. A 
study of Cherokee ritual texts demonstrates that this mythic prototype is deliberately 
reenacted during ritual to bring about the transformation of the ritual specialist. 
Ritual is a construct of behavior in time devoted to actualizing a specific purpose 
and characterized by “intensified concentration.”124 The primary purpose of Cherokee 
ritual is to bring about change in the environment and individuals. Within the parameters 
of ritual time, actions and language are conduits for direct participation with the spiritual 
forces expressed and established in myth.125 Re-enacting certain myths by using ritual 
actions to increase one’s power level, then invoking other-than-human individuals, 
plotlines, and imagery to contact an other-than-human individual, brings one into direct 
connection with those forces.126 Ritual actions and language are used to increase one’s 
power and communicate with other-than-human beings. Everything said and done within 
ritual time is deliberate and focused. One of the values of studying ritual is gaining an 
understanding of how people physically interact with religious forces and how myth and 
ritual as expressions of worldview interact. Within Cherokee ritual, mythic elements such 
as leaving the community and imitation are used to gain power and consecrate a 
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relationship with an other-than-human being in order to bring about the same results of 
those actions exemplified in myth. 
 
Cherokee Ritual: “Things Said” and “Things Done” 
The scope of Cherokee ritual ranges from large communal ceremonies to smaller 
rites involving only one or two individuals. Sources for studying the latter consist of 
incantations written by Cherokee ritual specialists and translated into English by Jack and 
Anna Kilpatrick. Several of these written sources demonstrate the transformation of the 
specialist. 
Collectively, Cherokee ritual texts are known as no:wo:dhi digo:hwé:li, or 
“medicine books.” Each curer recorded his or her own incantations into these notebooks. 
However, some of the individual incantations collected by the Kilpatricks were found 
written on odd scraps of paper such as grocery lists and paper bags.127 They were never 
meant to be seen by anyone other than their authors and were only intended as a point of 
reference for tricky ritual language. Unlike mythic narrative, which takes the form of 
prose narratives, the Cherokee incantations differ in structure, language, and purpose. 
They usually only consist of four or seven lines. The language used was a highly 
specialized vernacular that was “clearly designed to baffle the uninitiated reader and, 
thus, cloak the text in a protective layer of secrecy.”128 These texts have also been 
described as “superbly poetic compositions, glowing with multi-syllabic verb-forms that 
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depict complex and minute actions with an exactitude unknown to the languages of 
Europe.”129  
The ritual texts under analysis here are a series of incantations known as 
idi:gawé:sdi.130 Idi:gawé:sdi means “things said”131 and these texts emphasize the most 
important aspect of Cherokee medicine and magic: that “all generative power resides in 
thought.”132 Thought is the key to accomplishing the objective of each rite and words are 
the primary focusing device.133 Paden affirms the importance of thought during ritual 
time, and specific words and specific actions are potent and performative within the ritual 
frame because they inspire focus.134 This is why the Kilpatricks are adamant that an 
incantation needed to be spoken exactly as it was written.135 The vivid imagery and 
precision of language are important due to their thought-focusing properties. This 
emphasis on correct language is due to the performative qualities of the idi:gawé:sdi. By 
articulating these incantations the speaker intends for the words to take effect as they are 
being spoken; he is not merely describing what is supposed to take effect.136 Language 
was used “to dramatize the extraordinary nature of [the dida:hnvwi:sg(i)s’] intent and to 
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focus on their thoughts.”137 In essence, each incantation constitutes “an event not an 
object.”138 
The incantations functioned as a way for words to provide an individual with 
control over his environment, which in turn inspired confidence, especially in enterprises 
that might have dangerous outcomes.139 When spoken within the proper context (and 
language) the idi:gawé:sdi are still considered to be extremely effective. Jack and Anna 
Kilpatrick encountered reluctance and secrecy when attempting to discuss the 
idi:gawé:sdi with their informants, showing the extent to which certain members of 
Cherokee society believed in the efficacy of their ritual words. The curers’ protectiveness 
of their idi:gawé:sdi has made gathering information about them difficult for scholars. 
If words are the primary way to focus thought in Cherokee ritual, then actions are 
the secondary. The potency of each i:gawé:sdi can be augmented by adding 
“recommended physical procedures.”140 Due to this second-class status, actions were not 
recorded by curers as diligently as the words themselves. Therefore the only means 
modern scholars have of knowing what actions accompanied the idi:gawé:sdi is if the 
curer bothered to make note of them or they were recorded by observers.141 It is 
important to note that if there are no explicit ritual actions written alongside an 
incantation, it does not mean that they were not used. Of course, speaking out loud can be 
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considered an action within itself, as it involves the physical movement of the mouth and 
the speaker must focus to formulate the words correctly. The physical portions of a ritual 
are known as ig´v:n(e)dhi, meaning “to do.”142 Ritual actions function to contribute to the 
quality and ability of the participants to focus thought, and assist in making the spiritual 
and immaterial manifest.143 Paden asserts that “the sacred is something acted out” and as 
such ritual actions are “a tangible form of expression” that “bestow(s) reality.”144 
Although it was vital to use the correct incantation for a given purpose, a specialist of 
advanced training and power could pick and choose which actions were best suited to that 
purpose. 
 
The Prototype in Ritual 
In ritual, the mythic prototype is recreated on two levels. Ritual actions increase 
power and ritual language is used to reach out and build a relationship with an other-than-
human being. This prototype is applied on the first level to “remake” objects, mainly 
tobacco. Go:dhlvhi:so?hn´v:hi or “it is remade” is a culturally designated method of 
taking an object from powerless to powerful as a result of increased power and a 
relationship with an other-than-human individual.145 The “remaking” procedure follows 
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the mythic prototype for transformation. Tobacco initially gains power by being planted 
away, or isolated, from the community.146 In addition, just as in myth where the pivotal 
and authoritative variable to transforming an individual is the relationship with an other-
than-human being, a relationship is also the vital ingredient in the “remaking” process. It 
is now worth returning to William Powers’ Sacred Language: The Supernatural 
Discourse in Lakota, in which he analyzes the process of making a stone sacred within 
the religion of the Dakota people. Powers makes the analogy between rendering a stone 
sacred in a Dakota ceremony and the Roman Catholic concept of Holy Water. The other-
than-human individual does two things as the authoritative source of consecration: it 
bestows identity and even greater power. Once the water has been blessed by the 
appropriate person, actions, and words, the transformed substance “can be used to bless 
other objects.”147 Similarly, using the appropriate i:gawé:sdi, the dida:hnvwi:sg(i) calls 
upon an other-than-human individual to “remake” the tobacco. For example, tobacco to 
be used for separating a couple is “remade” with the assistance of the Sons of Thunder.148 
Or, another method of enticing an other-than-human individual into “remaking” 
something is to leave it “in the vicinity of where these beings (the Little People) are 
known to reside . . . and the individual who placed it there is informed that the ‘remaking’ 
has been accomplished by discovering that it has been moved from its original 
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quotations in place. The author will follow their example. 
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location.”149 Also similar to Holy Water creation, in the Cherokee religious worldview 
once something has been “remade,” such as tobacco, it may be used as part of other rites 
to actualize additional changes in the environment.  In ritual, the mythic prototype is 
recreated on a second level and applied to ritual time to transform the curer so that he can 
gain abnormal powers and abilities, or even become the appropriate authority for 
consecrating objects. 
 
Step One: Gain Power 
The curer follows the first step of the mythic prototype for transformation by 
gaining power. A professional dida:hnvwi:sg(i) is likely to already be in possession of 
spiritual power, yet to further ensure the success of each rite, there were a number of 
actions that could be taken to amplify his power.150 Isolation and fasting were commonly 
used in ritual to increase power, and oftentimes these actions began days before the ritual 
proper.151 It was well known that fasting before, during, and after ritual made it more 
likely to succeed.152 In other Native North American systems of belief, particularly those 
cultures that can be found on the plains, fasting was always done as a preliminary 
exercise for coming into contact with other-than-human-beings.153 It demonstrated 
strength, control, worthiness, and purified and prepared the body for coming into contact 
                                                            
149 Kilpatrick and Kilpatrick, Run Toward the Nightland, 12. 
150 Fogelson, “The Conjuror in Eastern Cherokee Society,” 69-70. 
151 Hudson, The Southeastern Indians, 243; Abram, “Real Men,” 76. 
152 Kilpatrick and Kilpatrick, Run Toward the Nightland, 11. 
153 Dugan, The Vision Quest of the Plains Indians, 144. 
43 
with power.154 For participants of the Cherokee Ball Play, dietary restrictions (the 
aforementioned rabbit) began twenty-eight days prior to the game, and then began fasting 
the evening before the game, continuing through the entire pre-game ritual cycle.155 
Narrative explores one side of isolation as a mechanism for diminishing dangerous levels 
of power, but in a ritual context isolation is used for power gain.156 Isolation plays an 
important role in the creation of both a witch and a ritual specialist. To create a witch, a 
newborn is isolated from the community for four to seven days, seven being ideal.157 One 
of the final steps in the education of a dida:hnvwi:sg(i ) is to spend a significant number 
of days alone in the forest.158 One of Fogelson’s informants, a curer named Awani’ski, 
claims that his powers of concentration are superior due to having been “born like a wild 
man in the woods.”159 To ensure success and protection during battle, warriors spent 
several days secluded from the community while fasting before embarking upon a war-
excursion.160 The dida:hnvwi:sg(i) begins fasting days before and usually a full day after 
a ritual to ensure its effectiveness.161 Fasting and isolation are methods of separating the 
individual from the community, sharpening the senses, and inspiring focus within ritual 
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time.162 When one is alone “things come to view that are ordinarily crowded out of 
consciousness by the confusion of daily life.”163 
Another ritual action that the curer may elect to use to gain power is known as 
“Going to Water.” “Going to Water” is a ritual action that involves wading into a body of 
water and either splashing it up over one’s head or complete immersion.164 There are a 
number of idi:gawé:sdi that specifically call for this action. Similar to isolation, it is not 
only a control mechanism for polluting levels of power but it was also used to promote 
power increase. Women “Go to Water” once menstruation has ended to enable them to 
safely reenter the community.165 “Going to the Water” also increases the potency of an 
i:gawé:sdi.166 It is used in conjunction with isolation and diet restrictions leading up to 
battle and the Ball Game to increase power. In many smaller rites the curer uses it prior to 
addressing an other-than-human individual.167 This courtesy is featured in “Deer Love” 
during the Young Man’s journey from his village to the home of the Beautiful Women; it 
is noted that they stop to “wash their faces.”168 
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Step Two: Relationship 
 After gaining power the second step of the mythic prototype for transformation is 
to use the potency of ritual language to reach out to other-than-human individuals and 
instigate a relationship. Within the i:gawé:sdi format the speaker begins by flattering the 
other-than-human individual endowed with the appropriate power and abilities for 
accomplishing the desired objective. Naming an individual, whether a Cherokee or an 
other-than-human being, “pinpoints” them in the cosmos and commands their 
attention.169 The curer identifies himself, his intentions, and in many texts a blank line 
appears for him to insert the name of his target.  
In the following idi:gawé:sdi the ritual specialist recreates the conditions of 
prototypical myth to transform himself into Thunder and Big Deer. In Text I the 
dida:hnvwi:sg(i) gains power by “Going to Water” and consecrates his relationship with 
Thunder through imitation. Once he has become Thunder he uses the ability to control 
thunder and lightning to protect himself and his client. In Text II the dida:hnvwi:sg(i) 
consecrates his relationship with Big Deer through the symbolic use of clothing imagery, 
which allows him to become Big Deer and “remake” tobacco.  
 
Text I: “Preventing One’s Doctoring From Being ‘Turned Back’”170 
The objective of transformation within the first text analyzed here is to give the 
dida:hnvwi:sg(i) Red Man’s abilities to protect himself and his client from rival curers by 
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concealing his “spiritual trail.” Rivalries and competitions between curers were common. 
If your average love-struck man hired a dida:hnvwi:sg(i) to make a certain girl fall in 
love with him, the girl’s family may hire another curer to discover the source of her 
lovesickness and “turn back” the first curer’s work.171 A dida:hnvwi:sg(i) had several 
methods to detect if a competitor’s influence was at work and if he discovered this to be 
the case he may elect to “cover up all spiritual tracks” of his own conjuring.172 This is 
performed following an original rite done in the service of his client. After the client has 
returned home, the curer “Goes to Water” and spreads water all about the area the 
previous rite has taken place. “Then, as he sets out for home, he walks abruptly against 
the succession of four trees that are standing more or less in a straight line” as he recites 
this incantation.173 
Now! Listen! You rest Above, You Red Man! (1) 
I have just come to borrow Your attire! (2) 
All kinds of you will not slander me: Lightning will be  
barring me from them. (3) 
 I am the image of Him alone: Wa:hl(a)! Sayi:! Da:sd(a)!  
Sayi:!174 (4) 
 
In the beginning of this i:gawé:sdi the curer and the other-than-human are 
separate entities and the rite culminates in the transformation of the curer through 
imitation. Line one initiates contact and commands the attention of the other-than-human 
addressee, then pinpoints him by identifying his name and location. The other-than-
human individual addressed, “Red Man,” is a common alias for Thunder whose desirable 
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abilities are the control of thunder and lightning.175 In line two the performative weight of 
the phrase “I have just come to borrow Your attire!” signifies the borrowing of Thunder’s 
identity and abilities. Those who would “slander” the dida:hnvwi:sg(i) refers to those 
who speak their own idi:gawé:sdi against him.176 The final line, “Wa:hl(a)! Sayi:! 
Da:sd(a)! Sayi” is the onomatopoeia of rumbling thunder and lightning claps.177 The 
imitation of Thunder by verbalizing thunder and lightning not only signifies Thunder’s 
presence, and therefore the relationship between curer and other-than-human individual, 
but also constitutes a tangible manifestation of the curer’s transformation and acquisition 
of Thunder’s abilities. 
As a performance element the role imitation plays in transformation and the 
development of a relationship with an other-than-human individual is underrepresented in 
mythic narrative. The strongest example of imitation in myth is in “The Bear Man” when 
the hunter’s transformation is a result of hibernating with his furry host and beginning “to 
act like a bear.” Imitation of other-than-human individuals is common throughout the 
idi:gawé:sdi. In love idi:gawé:sdi, when the speaker wishes to obtain the irresistible 
characteristics of a certain bird, he calls to the object of his affections as a dove or a 
mockingbird.178 Or if the objective of a certain incantation is to assert a man’s dominance 
and masculinity, he imitates the sounds of a rooster.179  
Imitation functions in several ways: firstly, imitation is a demonstration of the 
relationship because it displays the specialist’s ability to communicate directly with the 
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other-than-human individual.180 Despite the substantial potency of language and thought, 
Thunder is not tangibly present until the most significant elements of his persona can be 
seen, heard, and experienced. Lastly, through imitation the transformative act itself is 
made manifest. Examining imitation in other performance contexts, the Cherokee Booger 
Dance and the Hopi Kachina Ceremony, can illuminate the effect that it has on the curer 
in this context. 
The Cherokee Booger Dance is a well-documented Cherokee communal dance 
featuring imitation. In this sequence a group of young men parody old men by hobbling 
around with canes, then the old men return the joke by making lewd gestures, exposing 
gourd phalluses, and making a mockery of the young men’s preoccupation with sex.181 
Fogelson successfully argues that through imitation these two groups are able to 
temporarily borrow the abilities of the individual that they imitate and “experience the 
properties of (their) most significant other.”182 Similarly, Emory Sekaquaptewa describes 
his personal experience imitating a kachina as a dancer in the Hopi kachina ceremony. “I 
feel that what happens to a man when he is a performer is that if he understands the 
essence of the kachina, when he dons the mask he loses his identity and actually becomes 
what he is representing.”183 Transferring this concept back to the imitation of Thunder in 
this i:gawé:sdi, through imitation the curer essentially projects all ideas and concepts he 
perceives about the other-than-human being into his actions. In doing so he actively 
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creates his own reality.184 In this rite, imitation is the key element in consecrating the 
purpose of the i:gawé:sdi and making Transformation a reality. 
The curer’s transformation is not complete until his actions indicate such. The 
dida:hnvwi:sg(i) follows the mythic prototype by “Going to Water” to gain power and 
using imitative ritual language and action to consecrate his relationship with Thunder and 
gain control over thunder and lightning. 
 
Text II: “Protection Against ‘Thinkers’”185  
The objective of transformation in the second i:gawé:sdi analyzed here is to shift 
power from the other-than-human being to the dida:hnvwi:sg(i). Using intensely vivid 
clothing imagery, reminiscent of the Young Man in “Deer Love,” the curer becomes Big 
Deer and then “remakes” the tobacco himself for the purpose of protecting his client from 
“thinkers.”186 
Since focused thought is the central component to enacting the intentions of the 
i:gawé:sdi, there was a fear of individuals who projected injurious emotions toward 
others. Ane:li:sgi, were “those who think” and the following is an i:gawé:sdi used to 
“remake” tobacco for protection from malicious thoughts or to “free oneself from 
‘thinkers.’” The client will then smoke and blow upon himself.187 
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Now! Big Deer! You Great Wizard, now You and I are moving  
toward the scene of conflict. (1) 
Now, You Wizard, You have just come to “remake” me. (2) 
My body will be filled with You, Big Deer. (3) 
Your vestment will likewise be my vestment. (4) 
You are a great Wizard: I also shall be a great Wizard, forever. (5) 
This is my name, __________ , my clan, ___________ . (6) 
Big Deer, now You and I have just come to “remake” the White Tobacco  
with Your Heart!188 (7) 
 
The first line of this i:gawé:sdi identifies and flatters the other-than-human being 
and establishes “remaking” the tobacco as the overall objective, which is referred to as 
“the scene of conflict.” Big Deer was an other-than-human individual frequently 
addressed by hunters and invoked to protect the household.189 “Wizard” is a title 
bestowed upon him as adulation and it refers to “a being, spiritual or human, of boundless 
power.”190 In lines two through five the transformation occurs. The curer performatively 
states that Big Deer actively “remakes” him. “My body will be filled with you Big Deer” 
and “Your vestment will likewise be my vestment.” Line four works with lines three and 
five to solidify that the speaker and Big Deer are indeed one entity, and their uniform 
energies will work in tandem to “remake” the “White Tobacco.” Line five: “You are a 
great Wizard: I also shall be a great Wizard, forever” indicates that the curer envisions 
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himself in possession of equal power and authority. In line six, by inserting his own name 
and clan into the text, he is able to focus all performative energy upon himself.   
In this incantation the relationship between the curer and the other-than-human 
being centers on line four’s appearance and clothing imagery. This imagery is 
reminiscent of the Young Man in “Deer Love” who dressed in “running clothes” identical 
to that of the Beautiful Women. The running clothes bestowed relationship status to the 
Beautiful Women, and were not only the source of the Young Man’s new abilities but 
they also confirmed his acquisition of power. “Attire” imagery is numerous throughout 
the idi:gawé:sdi and the Kilpatricks explain that “commonly the supernatural qualities in 
which an individual is ‘attired’ are understood to be identical with those attributed to a 
specific spirit.”191 Here, “vestment” indicates that the dida:hnvwi:sg(i) envisions himself 
to be spiritually covered exactly as Big Deer is spiritually covered. Unlike the previous 
incantation, there is not an overt implication of ritual action, although there are ritual 
actions that involve physically covering the body, such as the pre-Ball Game ritual in 
which the ballplayers rub the skin of an eel all over to render themselves slippery.192 Yet, 
due to the eminence of language, the altering of appearance is most evident in the form of 
linguistic imagery. 
By the end of the incantation, the specialist and Big Deer are one and the 
dida:hnvwi:sg(i) has no qualms about putting himself and his abilities on the same level 
as “Big Deer.” Like the consecration of Holy Water by an ordained priest in Roman 
Catholicism the role that the appropriate individual plays in this procedure is crucial. By 
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assuming Big Deer’s identity, the curer can authoritatively consecrate the object and 
carry out the “remaking.” As Big Deer the dida:hnvwi:sg(i) fulfills his ultimate objective 
by using transformation to “remake” the tobacco for his client. 
 
Repercussions 
In the mythic prototype the repercussion of transformation and massive power 
gain is the inability to safely return to the community. A major difference between ritual 
and mythic expression is that in myth these consequences are part of the narrative’s 
objective; but it is not the aim of the ritual texts to convey what happens after the event. 
We do not know if the same consequences that befell the protagonists in narrative were 
also part of the consequences of transformation in ritual. However, in Cherokee society, 
those that were suspected of possessing greater-than-average power levels were treated 
with caution and suspicion. The assumption was that that person may bring harm to the 
community through reckless use of their power.193  
By following the mythic prototype, ritual actions are used to gain power; then 
through a combination of actions and words a relationship with an other-than-human 
individual is instigated. The first i:gawé:sdi shows a curer becoming Thunder so as to 
have access to his ability to control thunder and lightning. The second i:gawé:sdi 
demonstrates that within the Cherokee worldview it was possible for an individual to 
become the appropriate being for endowing other persons and objects with power.  
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Conclusion 
 
For the Cherokee, it was completely within the realm of possibility for an 
individual to change his or her shape and gain other-than-human abilities, power levels, 
and authority by way of acquiring advanced levels of spiritual power and a relationship 
with an other-than-human being. In mythic narrative not only is the prototype for 
transformation established but the repercussions of such an ability are also demonstrated 
through the illness and death of the narratives’ protagonists. In ritual, the mythic 
prototype is reenacted to bring about the same transformative results as in myth. 
Transformation is used not only to gain-other-than-human abilities but also power and 
authority that equates the curer to other-than-human individuals and allows that curer to 
bring about desired changes in objects and the environment. 
It is a common notion in many belief systems that there are forces beyond the 
control of mankind. The Cherokee perceived life’s unpredictable tragedies to be caused 
by upsetting categorical balance. But unlike many other religious worldviews that 
perceive tragedy as the actions of an almighty deity, the Cherokees could play a 
definitive role in controlling balance. The ability to become an other-than-human 
individual, who can not only wield other-than-human abilities but can also authoritatively 
consecrate objects, indicates several things about the Cherokee worldview. On one hand, 
by gaining access to power and other-than-human abilities through transformation we can 
deduct that the historic Cherokees did not view themselves as blindly submissive to 
imbalance or individuals of advanced power. Recall that, due to their natural and direct 
access to blood, the most powerful individuals in the Cherokee worldview are 
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menstruating women. But since the flow of blood cannot be controlled, neither can their 
power. Men could only access the power associated with blood indirectly through 
warfare and hunting. By becoming an other-than-human being one gains direct access to 
power, and unlike the power that comes from menstruation it can be controlled. Through 
transformation one gains the spiritual power to maintain balance. 
By understanding the way transformation functions in the Cherokee worldview, 
one gains insight into how people related to other-than-human individuals and a method 
of gaining great magnitudes of spiritual power. To many individuals raised in western 
culture, becoming an other-than-human being is heresy. However it must be remembered 
that the other-than-humans in the Cherokee worldview cannot be equated to deities in 
western traditions. Unlike many systems of belief that adhere to the sacred versus profane 
dichotomy that puts humans on one side of a divide and other-than-human individuals 
and deities on the other; in the Cherokee worldview that divide does not exist. There is 
very little separation between humans and other-than-human individuals, physical shape 
and power level were the only differentiators in the Cherokee worldview. If one can 
transform into a bear for the purpose of surviving a winter in the mountains, one can also 
become Big Deer for the purpose of “remaking” tobacco.  
This argument would have been significantly enriched by the addition of more 
idi:gawé:sdi exhibiting the transformation mythic prototype. Five decades after Jack and 
Anna Kilpatrick published Run Toward the Nightland and Walk in Your Soul, there does 
not seem to be anyone to continue their work of translating the remaining idi:gawé:sdi. 
There are likely to be many more idi:gawé:sdi that remain hidden in basements, cellars, 
and attics in the hills of western Oklahoma and on the Qualla Reservation in western 
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North Carolina. According to Alan Kilpatrick there are still a massive number of 
untranslated no:wo:dhi digo:hwé:li in university libraries and private collections. Jack 
and Anna Kilpatrick were some of the last individuals with enough knowledge of both 
traditional Cherokee and English to translate these texts. One can imagine that over fifty 
years later, experts in these matters are even scarcer. 
It would also be beneficial to study concepts of spiritual power and relationship 
patterns with other-than-human beings in other Native American religious cultures, 
especially those that possess a more defined spirit-guardian complex. Knowing how these 
different systems of belief are similar and different can lead to a better and broader 
understanding of ideas about spiritual power not only in Native North America, but also 
how religious power is viewed and understood throughout the world.  
In his introduction to Smoothing the Ground Brian Swann argues that studying 
diverse religious worldviews is vital “to overcome one’s cultural isolation and 
narcissism.”194 According to Paden understanding other religious worldviews is 
important because “our understanding of what religious language and practice ‘can be’ is 
diminished if we do not have the most complete awareness of its possible variations.”195 
When studying systems of belief different from one’s own, it is vital to approach 
them with the most complete awareness possible of one’s own biases and limitations. 
Edith Turner’s criticism of the imperialistic tendencies of modern scholars was only 
published in 2003 and she was by no means the first to criticize the way modern scholars 
                                                            
194 Brian Swann, introduction to Smoothing the Ground Essays on Native 
American Oral Literature, ed. Brian Swann (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1983), xv. 
195 Paden, Religious Worlds, 5. 
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have treated their subjects, however she certainly would not have taken the time to 
reiterate an already apparent problem if it had already been solved. Unfortunately, even 
in today’s climate of political correctness, especially in the arena of religion, it is still 
acceptable to ‘put-down’ certain belief systems. Perhaps it is not the place or privilege of 
an outsider to make any claim as to what concepts and beliefs of any given culture can be 
considered ‘real’ or ‘unreal.’ Perhaps “going native” or at least trying to do so might 
actually be the best way to gain an understanding of someone else’s worldview. Things 
transformed have always preoccupied the human mind. How are we to gain any sense of 
this vital aspect of the human condition if we do not have the very fullest understanding 
of the ways in which it has manifested itself?
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Appendix 
 
 “The Underground Panthers” 
A hunter was in the woods one day in winter when suddenly he saw a panther 
coming toward him and at once prepared to defend himself. The panther continued to 
approach, and the hunter was just about to shoot when the animal spoke, and at once it 
seemed to the man as if there was no difference between them, and they were both of the 
same nature. The panther asked him where he was going, and the man said that he was 
looking for a deer. "Well," said the panther, "we are getting ready for a Green-corn 
dance, and there are seven of us out after a buck, so we may as well hunt together." 
The hunter agreed and they went on together. They started up one deer and 
another, but the panther made no sign, and said only "Those are too small; we want 
something better." So the hunter did not shoot, and they went on. They started up another 
deer, a larger one, and the panther sprang upon it and tore its throat, and finally killed it 
after a hard struggle. The hunter got out his knife to skin it, but the panther said the skin 
was too much torn to be used and they must try again. They started up another large deer, 
and this the panther killed without trouble, and then, wrapping his tail around it, threw it 
across his back. "Now, come to our townhouse," he said to the hunter. 
The panther led the way, carrying the captured deer upon his back, up a little 
stream branch until they came to the head spring, when it seemed as if a door opened in 
the side of the hill and they went in. Now the hunter found himself in front of a large 
townhouse, with the finest detsänûñ'lï he had ever seen, and the trees around were green, 
and the air was warm, as in summer. There was a great company there getting ready for 
the dance, and they were all panthers, but somehow it all seemed natural to the hunter.  
After a while the others who had been out came in with the deer they had taken, 
and the dance began. The hunter danced several rounds, and then said it was growing late 
and he must be getting home. So the panthers opened the door and he went out, and at 
once found himself alone in the woods again, and it was winter and very cold, with snow 
on the ground and on all the trees. When he reached the settlement he found a party just 
starting out to search for him. They asked him where he had been so long, and he told 
them the story, and then he found that he had been in the panther townhouse several days 
instead of only a very short time, as he had thought. 
He died within seven days after his return, because he had already begun to take 
on the panther nature, and so could not live again with men. If he had stayed with the 
panthers he would have lived.196 
  
                                                            
196 Mooney, Myths, 324-325. 
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“The Bear Man” 
A man went hunting in the mountains and came across a black bear, which he 
wounded with an arrow. The bear turned and started to run the other way, and the hunter 
followed, shooting one arrow after another into it without bringing it down. Now, this 
was a medicine bear, and could talk or read the thoughts of people without their saying a 
word. At last he stopped and pulled the arrows out of his side and gave them to the man, 
saying, “It is of no use for you to shoot at me, for you can not kill me. Come to my house 
and let us live together.” The hunter thought to himself, “He may kill me;” but the bear 
read his thoughts and said, “No, I won't hurt you.” The man thought again, “How can I 
get anything to eat?” but the bear knew his thoughts, and said, “There shall be plenty.” So 
the hunter went with the bear. 
They went on together until they came to a hole in the side of the mountain, and 
the bear said, “This is not where I live, but there is going to be a council here and we will 
see what they do.” They went in, and the hole widened as they went, until they came to a 
large cave like a townhouse. It was full of bears--old bears, young bears, and cubs, white 
bears, black bears, and brown bears--and a large white bear was the chief. They sat down 
in a corner, but soon the bears scented the hunter and began to ask, “What is it that smells 
bad?” The chief said, “Don't talk so; it is only a stranger come to see us. Let him alone.” 
Food was getting scarce in the mountains, and the council was to decide what to do about 
it. They had sent out messengers all over, and while they were talking two bears came in 
and reported that they had found a country in the low grounds where there, were so many 
chestnuts and acorns that mast was knee deep. Then they were all pleased, and got ready 
for a dance, and the dance leader was the one the Indians call Kalâs'-gûnähi'ta, “Long 
Hams,” a great black bear that is always lean. After the dance the bears noticed the 
hunter's bow and arrows, and one said, “This is what men use to kill us. Let us see if we 
can manage them, and maybe we can fight man with his own weapons.” So they took the 
bow and arrows from the hunter to try them. They fitted the arrow and drew back the 
string, but when they let go it caught in their long claws and the arrows dropped to the 
ground. They saw that they could not use the bow and arrows and gave them back to the 
man. When the dance and the council were over, they began to go home, excepting the 
White Bear chief, who lived there, and at last the hunter and the bear went out together. 
They went on until they came to another hole in the side of the mountain, when 
the bear said, “This is where I live,” and they went in. By this time the hunter was very 
hungry and was wondering how he could get something to eat. The other knew his 
thoughts, and sitting up on his hind legs he rubbed his stomach with his forepaws--so--
and at once he had both paws full of chestnuts and gave them to the man. He rubbed his 
stomach again--so--and had his paws full of huckleberries, and gave them to the man. He 
rubbed again--so--and gave the man both paws full of blackberries. He rubbed again--so--
and had his paws full of acorns, but the man said that he could not eat them, and that he 
had enough already. 
The hunter lived in the cave with the bear all winter, until long hair like that of a 
bear began to grow all over his body and he began to act like a bear; but he still walked 
like a man. One day in early spring the bear said to him, “Your people down in the 
settlement are getting ready for a grand hunt in these mountains, and they will come to 
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this cave and kill me and take these clothes from me”--he meant his skin--” but they will 
not hurt you and will take you home with them.” The bear knew what the people were 
doing down in the settlement just as he always knew what the man was thinking about. 
Some days passed and the bear said again, “This is the day when the Topknots will come 
to kill me, but the Split-noses will come first and find us. When they have killed me they 
will drag me outside the cave and take off my clothes and cut me in pieces. You must 
cover the blood with leaves, and when they are taking you away look back after you have 
gone a piece and you will see something.” 
Soon they heard the hunters coming up the mountain, and then the dogs found the 
cave and began to bark. The hunters came and looked inside and saw the bear and killed 
him with their arrows. Then they dragged him outside the cave and skinned the body and 
cut it in quarters to carry home. The dogs kept on barking until the hunters thought there 
must be another bear in the cave. They looked in again and saw the man away at the 
farther end. At first they thought it was another bear on account of his long hair, but they 
soon saw it was the hunter who had been lost the year before, so they went in and brought 
him out. Then each hunter took a load of the bear meat and they started home again, 
bringing the man and the skin with them. Before they left the man piled leaves over the 
spot where they had cut up the bear, and when they had gone a little way he looked 
behind and saw the bear rise up out of the leaves, shake himself, and go back into the 
woods. 
When they came near the settlement the man told the hunters that he must be shut 
up where no one could see him, without anything to eat or drink for seven days and 
nights, until the bear nature had left him and he became like a man again. So they shut 
him up alone in a house and tried to keep very still about it, but the news got out and his 
wife heard of it. She came for her husband, but the people would not let her near him; but 
she came every day and begged so hard that at last after four or five days they let her 
have him. She took him home with her, but in a short time he died, because he still had a 
bear's nature and could not live like a man. If they had kept him shut up and fasting until 
the end of the seven days he would have become a man again and would have lived.197 
 
“Deer Love” 
 
 Long ago there were two young men. They were brothers. They had never before 
taken any notice of young women. These two boys were handsome, and they used to like 
to go to the stomp dances. 
 When they went to these dances and stayed all night, there were other people 
there that they didn’t know. These people were strangers; most of them women. 
 Two of the women wore all-black, shiny clothes. They wore matching gloves that 
were long and beautiful. These women were beautiful. As soon as the dance was over, 
these women would disappear, and when the dance started again, they would run in from 
another direction and join the dance. 
                                                            
197 Mooney, Myths, 327-329. 
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 As the women did these things, the young men watched them. One of the young 
men said to his brother, “I’m going to find out where these women come from. I’m going 
to ask one of them.” 
 “All right,” his brother answered, “and if you can go with them, I’ll just wait 
around here until you return.” 
 “Good.” 
 It was just at dawn, when it becomes light, that the young man joined the dance 
and was dancing between the young women as they were stomp-dancing. So the young 
man asked one of the women, “Where do you come from? I see you come to the dance 
often.” 
 So the woman turned around and said, “We live just right over there, not very far 
from here, on the other side of the creek.” 
 “When are you going home?” asked the young man. 
 “We are leaving soon. We will soon get ready to go.” 
 One of the women questioned him and said, “Are you going with us?” 
 “Yes, I’ll go with you,” said the young man. 
 “If you go ahead on the way we are going, you can be waiting for us at the creek. 
When we arrive, we all wash our faces and then go across the other side,” said the young 
women. The young women like him very much. These beautiful young women were 
human beings. 
 He waited for them at the creek, and sure enough, as it was getting light, they 
arrived. They [the young women] went down the hill to the creek and washed their faces; 
so did the young man. After they [all] washed their faces, they walked in single file in a 
very narrow, smooth path. It was very rocky all around them. It looked as if there were a 
mountain [upon which they were walking?] made of stone. They walked along a bluff a 
long way, and then afterwhile one of the young women sad, “Here it is.” 
 So they stopped, and it was rocky there. When they stopped there, one of the 
young women opened a stone door, and when they had entered, she closed the door. 
 After they entered, he noticed that everything was just the same as it was on the 
outside. He noticed that there were many people there, all kinds. They were having some 
kind of meeting. They were going to have a feast. They were cooking all sorts of wild 
animal meat. They had beautiful tables. 
 The young man stood and gazed at these activities. He saw sitting in a corner an 
old man with a long white beard. The young man moved near the old man. 
 “You did an amazing thing in that you were able to follow the young women,” 
said the old man to the young man. “I have told everybody that they did well for 
themselves. They found themselves a young man,” said the old man. 
 “Yes, I came with them,” said the young man. 
 “We will have good things to eat afterwhile, but we are going to have a ball game 
first,” said the old man. 
 So they had this game with the ball-sticks. After the ball game was over, a very 
long table loaded with food was ready, and cooking was still going on. Some of these 
people that were cooking, he had never seen before, and some of the dead were cooking. 
They were cooking in a huge pot. 
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 After eating, the young man went back and resumed talking to the old man. The 
old man said to the young man, “Tomorrow there is going to be a race, and if you’d like 
to do so you can enter the race. Those two young women that you brought in here, they 
both can be yours if you win,” said the old man. “There will be seven places [goals] to 
run to, and when you arrive at the seventh place, you will have won, and I will give you 
the young women,” said the old man. 
 “All right,” said the young man. “I didn’t bring my racing clothes. I suppose I 
need to wear those,” said the young man. 
 “Yes,” the old man said. “I have beautiful racing clothes that I wear when I race. 
And I will let you wear them,” said the old man. 
 So the next morning they made ready [for the race]. The young man put on the 
racing clothes in a room where he was allowed to change his clothes. When he put on 
these clothes, he was dressed from head to toe in beautiful shiny clothes, and his hands 
were covered with beautiful gloves. As he was looking at his hands and feet, he noticed 
that they had become like the feet of a deer. He was amazed at how beautiful he 
appeared. 
 When it was nearly time for the race, the old man said to the young man, “Now 
you are just about ready to race.” 
 The old man snapped his whip to signify that it was time to race, and as he did 
that, the two young women appeared at the sides of the young man, and they ran with 
him down the wide road. The three disappeared [from view] as they ran upon that smooth 
road. The young man had on a hat that had a lot of horns on it, and it disappeared from 
view. 
 After they had run awhile, they saw another person, dressed just as he [the young 
man] was dressed, a little smaller in size, running down the road coming toward them. 
They [the young man and the stranger] met face to face in the middle of the road. When 
they met face to face, the butted each other, and the smaller man reeled back in the road; 
but he arose, and they butted again, and they butted each other seven times. On the 
seventh butt the smaller one [man] was vanquished. 
 The young man and the young women continued running down the road. Down 
the road they met another one [man]. This time he [the stranger] had huge antlers. They 
[the young man and the stranger] butted seven times, and on the seventh time the young 
man won. They [the young man and the young women] met a third one [man]. He [the 
young man] defeated the third one. 
 So he [the young man] and the young women continued running. The one [man] 
he [the young] man met on the sixth encounter was a little larger [than the others]. They 
[the young man and that stranger] butted much longer upon this occasion, but sill the 
young man won. 
 After starting for the seventh time, the young man and the young women 
continued running with young man in the middle until they met the seventh [man]. This 
seventh one was almost all black, with little white spots, and he had huge antlers. They 
[the young man and the stranger] fought for a long, long time, and after the young man 
was butted for the seventh time, he lost. 
 So the young man returned; and the winner, the huge black one, took the two girls 
away. He [the young man] returned to the old man and said, “I have lost.” Afterwhile the 
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two young women returned, and when they changed their clothes they became human 
again.  
 This old man was not just and ordinary human being: he was more powerful. He 
was Thunder. While the young man was running, this man Thunder was helping him to 
be stronger with his thunder and lightning. That was the reason why the old man 
remained at the starting-place: he was conjuring the big-horned deer that were fighting 
the young man. The reason that the young man lost was that it was not yet time for him to 
have a young woman.  
 When he returned to the old man, he changed his clothes and he became an 
ordinary man again. The young man said, “I suppose I’ll leave now.” 
 But the young women didn’t want him to go. “Stay with us a little while longer,” 
they said. So he remained quite a while with them, and they [all] visited about near the 
place. They visited the various activities that were going on.  
 (These young women were young Little People. These Little People can change 
themselves into other creatures. If they say, “Let me be like this,” they can change 
themselves into creatures that live in the woods. That’s the way it was then [at the time of 
the story]). 
 Then he [the young man] returned home, which was very near where the stomp 
dances took place. When he went him, the two young women took him, and they took 
him as far as where they had first met him, at the stomp dance. There was a stomp dance 
going on when they arrived there. At this dance there were only real people; and when 
they arrived there, he saw his brother.  
 “Where did you go? You were so long!” his brother asked. 
 “I can’t tell you how far I went. I was with these young women who dance here a 
very long time,” he said. 
 His brother asked, “What was it like where you went?” 
 “Well, there is so much to tell that one cannot tell it all. You see, I entered a race, 
and I was told that if I won it, I could have both of these young women,” said he. “But, 
you see, I lost. You see, when we fought, I was beaten upon the seventh encounter. 
That’s the reason why they have brought me back. I wouldn’t have returned had I won.” 
 “Well, well,” he [the other brother] said. 
 When the dance was over, they returned home together. They lived with their 
grandmother. 
 Their grandmother said, “Where have you been? You’ve been gone so long!” 
 “Just out there visiting around,” he [the brother who had had the foregoing 
experiences] said. 
 “Well, what were you doing?” she said. 
 “I was visiting at somebody’s house,” he said. 
 He became ill from thinking about these young women: they made him ill. Every 
day he grew weaker.  He thought only of how the women looked. They [his family] made 
him a bed out on the porch because he was growing so ill. He became very weak, too 
weak to be moved about. As he lay upon his bed upon the porch, he had his pillow folded 
so that he was in a sitting position, and he could look around him and could see the path 
that went down the hill to the spring. 
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 While his grandmother was attending him, sitting close by, the young man kept 
gazing toward the path. Afterwhile a beautiful young woman with two children appeared 
from that direction. The children that she had with her were beautiful. They were a boy 
and a girl. The energetic children saw him as he lay upon his pillow, ran to him, and 
cried, “Father! Father! Father!” and romped all over him. When the young woman came 
up, she began to attend him.  
 The grandmother thought to herself, “He never had a woman friend…I didn’t 
know that there was a woman that he had been courting…,” the grandmother thought. 
 About the third day the young woman decided to go get some water and took a 
bucket down the spring. When she went to get the water, the children followed her. (No! 
that’s not true! The children remained and kept on playing near their father. He WAS 
their father, wasn’t he?) 
 The grandmother was still astounded at what she was seeing. When the young 
woman went to get the water, the grandmother decided that this was her opportunity to 
question him about her; so she asked him, “Where did this beautiful woman that you have 
been courting live? I didn’t know [of the liaison], so I am amazed. You see, we don’t 
have such beautiful women in this vicinity, and those that come from away off are not as 
beautiful as she is,” she told him. 
 “Yes, that’s true,” he said. “You see, I went to a place where I had never been 
before, and I was with two women there, and this is one of them.” 
 As he said that, the young woman was coming up the hill, and she heard him. She 
dropped her bucket and began to run. The little children followed her, and they [all] had 
gone but a little way when they changed into deer, a doe and two fawns. They 
disappeared into the forest. 
 This was told a long time ago by the old people who were living then. That’s what 
happened in those days. The conjurers followed [and observed] the Little People. That’s 
why they could see such strange things happen. 
 They say that there is another world just like this under this one, but we can’t go 
there. But in those days human beings and the Little People associated with each other. 
That’s what happened to this young man, they say. 
 That’s all I know. 
Siquanid’198 
 
  
                                                            
198 Kilpatrick and Kilpatrick, Friends of Thunder 84-91. 
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